Resisting Islamic Orthodoxy: A Reading of Akhtar's American Dervish by T, Shameema
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies                                  ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 
Volume 2, Issue 12, December 2014                                      2348-7186 (Print)   
    Impact Factor: 0.923 
    
 
                                                                       Available online at www.ajms.co.in  114 
Resisting Islamic Orthodoxy: A Reading of Akhtar's American Dervish 
 
Shameema.T, 
PhD Scholar, Dept.of English, 
University of Calicut, Kerala 673635 
Abstract: Ours is an age in which resistance to tradition and orthodox religion is on the increase. 
This can be seen in all our cultural forms like film, literature, painting, cartoon, and commercials. 
Ayad Akhtar's American Dervish (2012) is a novel of note in this context. The novel focuses on 
the Pak-American Muslim community in the US. Through the depiction of the community, 
Akhtar, who is himself a Pak-American, interrogates traditional Islam. The story of  Hayat, the 
young protagonist narrator of the novel, is one of rebellion and resistance to his Islamic cultural 
heritage. The novel is fraught with questioning, subverting, and critiquing some of the 
traditionally held beliefs, concepts, and practices of Islam. The protagonist's transit in the novel is 
from a certain amount of initial faith in Islam to skepticism about and rejection of what he 
considers to be its rigid and irrational aspects. Through scenes like the Mosque scene and the 
Quran Burning Scene and through characters like Hayat's father Naveed. His mother's friend 
Mina and his father's friend the Jewish Nathan the novel also debunks the divine origin of the 
Quran, and arraigns the unwillingness of Muslims to accept fresh interpretations, their dogmatism 
and extremism, and the distorted exegesis of Quranic verses by the priesthood. On the whole, 
American Dervish is a novel of resistance to the ways and convictions of orthodox Islam. It 
abounds in Islamic heterodoxies. The paper is an attempt to explore this aspect of the novel. 
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            Ayad Akhtar is a Pak-American.  His début 
novel, American Dervish (2012) is a remarkable 
work. It gains in significance when viewed in the 
context of the motley socio-cultural politics of our 
times. Eminently readable and couched in simple 
language, it treats a variety of themes such as 
ethnicity, cultural identity and assimilation, 
orthodox Islam, Zionism and anti- Semitism, 
marriage, divorce, and male-dominance.  These are 
all explored in terms of the story of a Pak-
American family living in Milwaukee in America 
in the 1980s and 1990s .  Its revolutionary ideas, 
mostly expressed through a set of rebellious 
characters, make it into a novel of resistance.  One 
of the things strongly resisted in the novel is 
orthodox Islam with its rigid norms and practices. 
This paper is an attempt to briefly survey this 
aspect of the novel.  
          The very opening of the novel is strikingly 
significant. It depicts a scene of protest and 
recalcitrance. Hayat, the novel‟s young Pak-
American narrator-protagonist has for the first time 
eaten a dish of pork. As a Muslim, he is not to do 
it.  For, pork is taboo in Islam. After eating the 
long- forbidden meat, he describes the experience:  
My heart raced as I chewed, my mouth 
filling with a sweet and smoky, lightly 
pungent taste that seemed utterly  
remarkable… perhaps all the more so for 
having been so long 
forbidden. I felt at once brave and 
ridiculous… 
I felt like I was complete. (p 4-5)  
Hayat‟s act is gross transgression; it is, in fact, a sin 
in Islam.   It is the politics of food that Islam, like 
most other religions, plays to segregate people and 
invest them with a distinct cultural identity that 
comes under attack here. As for Hayat, he has now 
jettisoned the Islamic food politics. The 
strategically placed Pork Scene is an index of the 
theme of Islamic orthodoxy and resistance to it that 
prominently pervades the novel. 
        The following day, feeling pretty free and 
elated Hayat makes his way to attend Professor 
Edelstein‟s lecture on Islamic history. He has a 
copy of the Quran tucked under his arm. The image 
of the rebellious gobbler of pork with a copy of the 
Quran irreverently poised under his arm evidently 
debunks the Quran‟s sacredness.  An incident that 
occurs in the class is of special note here.  Edelstein 
begins his talk on the Quran. In the process, he 
draws the attention of his students to the recent 
research findings of one of his German colleagues 
on the genesis of the Quran. In fact, the findings 
are new and revolutionary enough to sabotage the 
traditionally cherished and accepted Muslim 
convictions about its divine origin. This infuriates 
the Muslim students and they walk out in protest. 
Hayat stays on, with intense curiosity. On the basis 
of his colleague‟s research, Edelstein claims that 
the bedrock Muslim belief in the Quran as the 
direct, unchanged, eternal word of God is a fiction 
and that the Quran is but a historical document. To 
a Muslim, this would be a piece of arrant heresy.  
But, to Hayat, the truth is the truth and it is better to 
know it than not to.  He is, of course, convinced 
that Edelstein‟s contention is the truth and it makes 
him feel free. A little later after the class, when his 
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Jewish girl friend, Rachel asks him about his loss 
of faith and the lecture, he remarks:      
It‟s freeing.  So freeing.  It‟s the most 
freeing thing that‟s ever  
happened to me … You asked me how I 
feel about the lecture?   
Hearing Edelstein talk about the Quran as 
just a book, a book like 
any other, makes me feel like going out to 
celebrate. (p.11)  
The Boycott Scene exposes the bigotry and 
intolerance of the orthodox, their stubborn 
negativity to modern research and scholarship on 
Islam , and their hostile rejection of ideas that run 
counter to their traditional ways and beliefs. The 
scene also suggests that even young and educated 
Muslims are no exception to this rule. They, too, 
stay rooted in the past.  
Hayat has already slipped his neck out of 
the collar of his faith and heritage. He is now a 
college student with a considerable degree of 
intellectual maturity. Once, when he was a boy of 
ten, he was obsessed with the idea of the Hafiz, one 
who has memorized the entire Quran. He longed to 
be one.  However, contrary to the conventional 
Islamic practice, he memorizes the Quran in 
English, not in Arabic. This, it may be said, is 
designed to subvert and problematise the time- 
honoured concept of the Hafiz. In Islamic culture, 
only a person who learns the Quran by heart in its 
original Arabic merits the title, „Hafiz‟. 
Memorizing it in its translation does not make him 
into one. 
Mina and Hayat‟s mother Muneer, the 
novel‟s twin major women characters, are also 
agents of revolt against Islamic orthodoxy. Akhtar 
has portrayed them as women who can look on 
Islam with a liberal eye.  Mina is a young and 
beautiful divorcee. She comes to the US with her 
four- year- old son, Imran and stays with her 
bosom- friend, Muneer. Her vision of Islamic faith 
and practice is quite broad and unorthodox. Her 
interpretation of some of the Islamic practices will 
invariably shock the orthodox and will be frowned 
upon as being dangerously heterodox. Her concept 
of prayer, for example, has a fresh flavour about it. 
For her, prayer is not an affair of outer forms. What 
matters is its “inner aspect”. Hayat puts it thus: 
“For Mina faith really wasn‟t about the outer 
forms. She didn‟t wear a head- scarf. And since her 
troubles with food as a girl, she didn‟t fast. But she 
still found a way to be true to the intention of 
Ramadan as she saw it.”   She understands the true 
meaning of Ramadan fasting. What she values is its 
intention, its real spirit. She sees it as an instrument 
to periodically curb man‟s obsessive passion for the 
material world, for the earthly things he/ she loves 
most. As such, when she fasts, she does so in her 
own fashion. She wouldn‟t renounce food and 
drink but other things like her love of reading. She 
holds that to experience „the quickening of the will‟ 
and „the deepening of gratitude‟ is the real purpose 
behind Islamic fasting. Dispensing with food from 
dawn to dusk is not.  Mina‟s is a redefined concept 
of the Islamic fast. It is by all means unorthodox. 
This may be attributed to her staunch belief in what 
is called Ijtihad, personal interpretation. The Ijtihad 
mode, Mina laments, was authoritatively 
terminated in the tenth century by those who 
thought that personal interpretation of the holy 
Quran led to innovations precipitating chaos in the 
matter of obeying God‟s will. Mina, it may be said, 
stands for a revival of the roomy, liberal Ijtihad 
way. That‟s why she continues to cling to it. As far 
as she is concerned, the Gates of Ijtihad are still 
widely open. She asserts: “Somebody just said they 
were closed. I walk through them as I please.” The 
words reflect Mina‟s unorthodox and 
individualistic perspectives on Islam.  Similarly, 
when Muneer doubts the legitimacy of her right to 
Ijtihad, she furiously observes: 
Who else can decide …Some mullah from 
a thousand years ago? 
When we‟re told that the Quran  says we 
are not equal to men, 
is it true? The Quran‟s laws are more 
progressive than what the Arabs had  
before Islam. That was the intention.  To 
move things forward, to create 
more freedom. How can the rule matter 
when it is not true to the deeper  
intention.(p.67) 
Mina‟s ratiocination is obviously a call for a re-
reading of the Quran,  so that its quintessential, 
spiritual core could be sifted from the distortions in 
which it has been shrouded by tradition.  
              Mina‟s resistance to what Hayat calls “the 
feminine modesty central to our Islamic faith” is 
also evident in her resolve to become a beauty 
salon professional and in the subsequent shifts in 
her body language. The loosely fitting shalwar 
pants, kameez tunics and duppatta head-coverings 
gradually give way to tight fitting blouses and 
jeans. Lipstick and blush, mascara, foundation and 
eye-shadow are now her favourites.  On some 
occasions, when she comes, in her full-frontal 
display, she has „her eyes wide open with 
defiance‟. She expects from Muneer „resistance‟ to 
the change in her deportment and sartorial culture. 
But, Muneer gives none, for Muneer is, at bottom, 
a rebel herself and loves the fact that Mina is 
exploring, even though in unorthodox and 
innovative ways. Mina‟s change is a form protest, 
and a sort of resistance to the orthodox Muslim 
womanhood, the type of global or pan-Islamic 
Muslim womanhood advocated in a commercial 
caption which reads: “For global Muslim 
womanhood wear Hoorline purdhas.” With her hair 
completely re-done in Sue Ellen‟s latest style, her 
lengthy, sensuous tresses gone, and the hair on top 
of her head spiked with gel, Mina turns a new 
woman. Hayat recalls this image of Mina after her 
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death: “With her new do, Mina was…even more 
beautiful. Or, I should say in an entirely new way. 
Her fashionable hairstyle made her a modern 
woman, an American woman.” (p.69) 
                  Muneer, Hayat‟s mother, is also a figure 
of resistance. Her protest is directed against 
orthodox Islam‟s unequal treatment of women. Her 
gargantuan indignation over the idea of woman‟s 
inferiority is perceptible in the plenteous criticism 
she directs at Muslim men. Muslim men don‟t 
respect women; Jewish men do. Extolling Jewish 
men and denouncing their Muslim counter parts, 
she tells the eight-year-old Hayat:  
They understand how to respect women, 
behta . They understand 
how to let a woman be a woman….They 
understand how to give a woman 
attention. Muslim men are terrified of 
women…all of them….That‟s why I‟m  
bringing you up differently, so that you 
learn how to respect a woman. That‟s  
the truth, kurban: I‟m bringing you up like 
a little Jew (p.117).   
Here is the reason why she encourages Mina‟s 
relationship with the Jewish Nathan and repeatedly 
persuades her to marry him. Her behaviour, strictly 
speaking, is unorthodox and unwarranted.  It is 
strangely at odds with the Islamic proscription of 
inter-religious marriage. For, as a Muslim she 
should have discouraged and opposed the Mina-
Nathan relationship. In a sense, her gesture 
amounts to a critique of the matrimonial politics of 
Islam and also of other religious cultures.  
          In Muneer‟s view, the fact that Nathan is 
Jewish is a good thing; So, she keeps telling Mina 
that “he will give her a life she can never dream of 
with a Muslim man”. Nathan is a good man and 
that‟s what matters to her. His being a Jew does 
not. What Muneer tears to pieces is the notion of 
patriarchy and male superiority in orthodox Islam. 
She has her own concept of a good Muslim. He is 
one who respects women and treats them justly on 
an egalitarian footing. She instructs Hayat: 
The secret of a happy life is respect. 
Respect for yourself and respect 
for others. That‟s what I learned from my 
father. … And he was a wise  
man. You could almost say he was not 
really even a Muslim man. He was  
more like a Jew. 
In her assessment, the Jewish male is an adorable 
embodiment of these virtues and values.  Her voice 
of resistance is harsh when she castigates Muslim 
familial and cultural life, for she does not see 
within it the progressive outlook that is imperative 
to women‟s emancipation and empowerment.  
        To Muneer, Mina‟s parents are responsible for 
her tragedy. They never fostered Mina‟s creative 
talents, nor did they like her love of books. In 
Muneer‟s view, Muslim parents are interested only 
in their daughters‟ marriage. She calls Islamic 
culture “ a culture that made no place for a woman” 
(p.17) . Though Muneer is a believer, her outlook is 
progressive. Muneer‟s psychology is her 
inheritance from her intellectual father who, while 
studying law in London, had his experience of 
Jews, their intellectual calibre, their love of 
learning and their prodigious capacity to reconcile 
science and faith. He was frustrated with “ the rote 
memorization and mindless regurgitation of 
tradition he saw as common to Muslims”(p.118). 
He was of the view that thinking does not weaken 
one‟s bond to tradition; it only strengthens it. He 
saw the Jew was an embodiment of this 
phenomenon. But this was not what he had been 
taught. Recalling her father, Muneer says:  
“It was not what he learned in his own 
religious upbringing at Panjabi mosques, 
where he…was taught that pursuing 
knowledge for its own sake was the sure  
sign one had fallen from the straight path 
leading to God”(p.119).  
It is interesting to note that Muneer considers the 
Jewish Kosher meat “not only holier but better 
too.” What is perhaps subverted here is the Islamic 
concept of halal meat. Her argument that the 
Jewish Day of Atonement is a fine idea and that it 
should be celebrated by all including Muslims is 
equally worth noting. On one Day of Atonement, 
she keeps Hayat from school and goes out with him 
to celebrate it. The following day, when Hayat gets 
back to school with a note scribbled by his mother 
stating the reason for his absence  his teacher Mrs. 
Ike comments in surprise:  
I didn‟t realize Jews and Moslems 
celebrated the same holidays.  
That‟s so neat. You learn something new 
everyday, now, don‟t you? (p.120) 
 Muneer‟s eclectic view of religious cultures is, 
indeed, a rejection of the politics of religious 
festivals and holidays, of the cultural identity 
politics of all religions, including her own. In the 
novel, Muneer also emerges as an emblem of 
resistance to Islamic orthodoxy and 
fundamentalism. 
         The image of Hayat‟s father Naveed also 
adds to the novel‟s subversive character. He is 
fanatically rationalist; he is rakish and dissolute in 
his life style. He drinks and commits adultery. He 
has completely fallen out with Islam, its culture and 
its maulvis.  When Mina volunteers to give Hayat 
Islamic instruction, it is only reluctantly that he 
agrees to it. However, he warns: “But I don‟t want 
to see you end up as a maulvi, Hayat.”  A moment 
later he reiterates his warning more emphatically: 
“All I‟m saying to you is: Don‟t end up as a 
maulvi.” In his view, only idiots follow maulvis. 
He tells Mina: “There are idiots enough here for 
someone to lead. You just haven‟t met them yet. 
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Chatha and all those stooges with their masjid on 
the South Side.” (p.64)             
          Naveed grows angry when he senses that his 
son is increasingly turning Islamic and memorising 
the Quran to become a Hafiz. One day, in great 
fury, he beats his son, snatches the copy of the 
Quran from his hands, pulls and tears its pages into 
pieces, grinds the pieces underfoot, makes a bundle 
of it all in a blanket and burns the bundle in a 
clearing used for burning garbage in the backyard. 
Wrathfully, he yells at his son: “You want your 
Quran…. That‟s your fucking Quran… I will do 
exactly what this fucking book says about thieves! 
I will cut off your fucking hands! Both of them! Do 
you understand?” (p.247).  
          A few words about Sonny Buledi also 
wouldn‟t be out of place here. He is a psychiatrist, 
his wife is an Austrian Christian. He is a friend of 
Naveed. He is an atheist and as such a persona non-
grata in the local Pak-Muslim community. He 
thinks that the orthodox interpretation of the Quran 
is not right.  He exhorts Chatha: “….It is you who 
needs to know your holy book a little better.” He 
holds that there are contradictions in the Quran and 
that they sometimes create meaninglessness. For 
example, drawing Chatha‟s attention to the 
inconsistencies in the verses relating to the Jews, he 
comments: “God condemns them in verse sixty-
one, which you choose to underline, and then 
follows it with accepting them in the next?! That‟s 
an outright contradiction and unless you can 
explain it, it renders both verses utterly 
meaningless…” (p.131) He mocks Chatha calling 
him maulvi, and exultingly demands: “Explain 
that….Reconcile that, my dear maulvi sahib.” 
(p.131)The mockery is directed at all maulvis, at 
the ulama.  
             Through a number of other scenes and 
characters also fundamentalist Islam is critiqued. 
The Mosque scene is of special mention in this 
context.  Here, in a tongue of flame and in most 
objectionable terms, the Imam Souef addresses the 
congregation of  Pak-American Muslims, 
condemning the Jew. The Jew is wicked, evil and 
meant for hell. His authority for this idea of the Jew 
is an innocuous Quranic verse in „Al- Baqara‟. His 
exegesis of the verse is lengthy, far fetched, 
elaborately fanciful, and highly rhetorical. His aim 
evidently is to inflame anti- Jewish and anti-
Semitic feelings.  The Jewish Nathan, who has an 
interest in Islam and has come there with plans to 
convert to it, is shocked. He stands up in rage and 
yells: “This is disgusting… Disgusting!. This is not 
Islam! This is hatred!” (p 201).  The Imam is a 
hypocrite and had earlier collected funds for the 
Palestenian cause and embezzled it. 
           Galeb Chatha is a congenital hater of Jews. 
He would love to have all the Jews killed. That‟s 
why he has become an admirer of Hitler. Then 
there are the Naqvi boys,who have been so reared 
by their conformist parents as to toy with the idea 
of blowing up churches. Such characters represent 
orthodox Sunni Islam and its negative impact, and 
pitted against them are characters like Hayat, 
Naveed, Sonny Buledi, Mina and Muneer who 
resist such orthodoxy in their own varied ways. 
Akhtar is not favourably disposed toward orthodox 
Islam which, in his view, derives from the 
inadequacies and inaccuracies of traditional 
exegesis and blind unquestioning conformity to it. 
At the same time, he doesn‟t seem to be endorsing 
the rationalist or atheistic fundamentalism of 
Naveed or Buledi. He seems to be leaning in the 
direction of Sufi Islam with its humility, accent on 
the Quran‟s quintessential spirituality, and its 
eclectic conception of faith. This alternative to 
orthodox Sunni Islam is, to a certain extent, 
embodied in Mina, Muneer and even in Hayat. 
When viewed from this perspective the novel‟s title 
American Dervish and the title of its sixth chapter, 
„The Dervish‟ become especially significant. 
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